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Take Pride in Being a MEKAJO
Shima Ayaka (National Institute of Technology, Gunma College)
Have you ever heard the word MEKAJO? MEKAJO is short for MEKANIKAL-JOSHI, which refers to women studying Mechanical Engineering. 
There are only three MEKAJO in my class of 49 students majoring in Mechanical Engineering. Why is the number of MEKAJO so small? This is because people do not know enough about the various fields in which mechanical engineering is truly engaged.
People still have certain pre-conceived notions of mechanical engineering. First, they think that the word “mechanical” means robots and vehicles. As children, boys exhibit a special interest in such toys, while girls play house, cook with their mothers, and string beads. People think that even as adults, men are more interested in mechanical engineering than women are. Second, mechanical engineers are supposedly physically strong people. They handle big machines and work with heavy metal objects, with grease smeared all over their bodies.

Such preconceptions cause many women to shy away from a career in mechanical engineering. Since these images are partially true, I could not make up my mind to major in Mechanical Engineering in 2013. I was highly interested in a course in Mechanical Engineering, but I was afraid of being in the minority as a female student. To some extent, I wanted to be part of the majority, which would have given me a sense of security. Therefore, I majored in Civil Engineering, where there were more female students in the class. However, I started to become jealous of Mechanical Engineering students manipulating a robot arm and taking an engine apart by hand. I deeply regretted giving up on being a MEKAJO because of my fear of being in the gender minority. Thus, in 2014, I changed my major to Mechanical Engineering, this time without any hesitation. 

My view of what I will do in this male-dominated field is simple. I sense things that all women really need. This is something that only MEKAJO can do and that male engineers can never do. Here is a good example of the importance of MEKAJO’s points of view. Many female drivers bought Cocoa and its follow-up model Tocot, subcompact cars made by Daihatsu Motor Co., Ltd. The reason for the success of these cars was that the cars were developed by a group of MEKAJO. They took into account female points of view on aspects such as colors and interiors. The shapes that allowed the female drivers to ride comfortably with their children were also considered carefully. MEKAJO understood that women would focus on cuteness and practicality, while men would focus on power, performance, and roaring engines.

The fields that benefit from MEKAJO’s viewpoints are not limited to the automobile industry. There are many popular products invented by MEKAJO, for example, light suitcases, facial saunas for bed-time, and cute massage throw pillows－you name it! There are plenty of opportunities where MEKAJO can have a major impact through the engineering community.

My female friends often ask me, “Don’t you have any fear of the male-dominant engineering community where there are only a few girls?” The answer is “No.” It would be a pity if girls gave up studying Mechanical Engineering because of such a trifling fear. They should not be scared to be in the minority. Because we MEKAJO are a minority group, our opinions and ideas become increasingly valuable. We should be proud of being a MEKAJO.
